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 Abstract 
 
My investigation is concerned with developing a visual language to express the 
existential transition from fertile womanhood. As Germaine Greer points out, 
whilst a vast array of medical material on this transition exists, we hardly ever 
hear the voices of women on the experience.  This experience remains 
undescribed and invisible except for rare voices such as Simone de Beauvoir in 
her study The Second Sex, Doris Lessing in the literary arts, and Rosemarie 
Trockel in the visual arts. 
 
The strange phenomenon of invisibility of archetypal experience such as this in 
our contemporary language is related by Carl Jung, Mircea Eliade, Joseph 
Campbell, and Suzi Gablik as symptomatic of our cultural constructs that view 
humans as apart from nature, and perpetuates a fragmented, abstracted and 
rationalistic way of seeing the world. 
 
My investigation re-engages with this experience of transformation through 
appropriating the ancient vehicle of myth which traditionally gives form and 
meaning to archetypal experience, and inherently affirms connection between 
humans and the rest of the natural world. The mythological symbols which 
emerge in my art-making mostly have their origins in my Western cultural 
heritage and include the symbol of woman as vessel/grail, the moon, and the 
horn. Classical mythological figures such as Hekate are also referenced in my 
work.  
 
The artists who contextualise this research draw on myth, or archetypal form, 
generate works from the body, and/or contribute to a dialogue on feminine 
experience.  At a more essential level they re-affirm connection with our bodies, 
heritage, and the world of nature including our ancient and primal selves. These 
artists include:  Rosemarie Trockel, Kiki Smith, Antony Gormley, Louise 
Bourgeois, Anselm Kiefer and Bronwyn Oliver.   
 
 iv
Although much of my studio-based research has been conducted through 
drawings, the final works find resolution as sculptural objects. This submission 
presents a mythical landscape of metamorphosing object sculptures in a 
darkened space. Lighting is used to partially illuminate the sculptures and 
generate shadows that reveal other dimensions to the space and works. Each 
work describes something of liminal experience and is bound to the other works 
through repetition and variants of form, shape and pattern.   
 
This investigation contributes to the field through redressing the silencing of 
women’s voice on the experience of transformation beyond fertile womanhood, 
by re-engaging with modes of thinking and expression that remain undervalued 
in our contemporary world, and through contributing to an emergent voice that 
is concerned with the connectivity of humans with the rest of nature.  
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Introduction 
 
My research is concerned with visually expressing the existential experience of 
the transition from fertile womanhood.  In our Western culture this transition is 
described as menopause which is a medical term.  It tells us more about the world 
we live in, our aspirations and our values as a group, than it does about the 
experience of change.  We euphemistically call this transition ‘the change’, which 
is appropriate for my title, as the nature of change is one of the areas of 
investigation undertaken, and the use of a euphemism alludes to the taboo nature 
of my subject. However, in the body of this exegesis I speak of this as a transition 
from fertile womanhood as this transition is a movement into the unknown.  As 
Germaine Greer points out: in Western culture we have no rites to acknowledge 
this change and we hardly ever hear the voices of women on this experience.  This 
experience also remains undescribed and invisible in the fine arts except for rare 
voices such as Doris Lessing in the literary arts and Rosemarie Trockel in the 
visual arts. 
 
The absence of a cultural language to describe archetypal experience such as this, 
is not an isolated, unrelated phenomenon.  Carl Jung, Mircea Eliade, Joseph 
Campbell, and Suzi Gablik speak of it as symptomatic of our culture’s loss of 
myth, which is sustained by values that perpetuate a fragmented, abstracted and 
rationalistic way of viewing the world.1 As Gablik says  
 
The loss of myth, the assumption that the only valid ways of knowing are 
logical and linear, has resulted in a profound loss of moral orientation and 
meaning for life.  Archetypal themes give form and meaning but as a 
culture, we have fallen out of meaning, leaving only the dreariness of 
calculated, mechanical process.2 
 
                                                 
1 Although Jung speaks of our Western culture as having lost myth, he also says every culture, 
including our own, lives by myth.  For the sake of clarity in this exegesis I use the term construct 
when referring to our contemporary Western cultural myths such as ‘menopause’, and I use the 
word myth specifically to refer to traditional myths that give form and meaning to archetypal 
experience.  
 
2 Gablik, S. The Reenchantment of Art. Thames and Hudson, New York, 1991. p. 47 
 i
  
This way of seeing separates us from even the most intimate areas of our lives; 
including our bodies, our senses, and the liminal spaces where we make sense of 
existence and change.   
 
In the face of this absence of a cultural language, and as a remedy to this 
separateness, my visual investigation re-engages with transformative experience 
through appropriating the ancient vehicle of myth.  Myth traditionally gives form 
and meaning to archetypal experience, and inherently affirms connection between 
humans and the rest of the natural world.  The reactivation of myth has at its heart 
an affirmation of human interconnectedness.  With the aim of transcending the 
limits of connectedness imposed by rational thought, I also re-engage with modes 
of thinking and expression that value the intuitive, the whole, and the 
subconscious.  
 
While this investigation focuses on the transition from fertile womanhood, I have 
had a long-standing concern to create works that seek to come to terms with being 
a creature of nature belonging to a cultural group that denies its nature.  These 
works previously took the form of an exploration of our evolving cultural 
perspectives on female mythological figures from my own cultural heritage, and 
often found their genesis in my dreams.    
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Myth provided another way of seeing the world that viewed humans as nature. 
Dreams provided unmediated access to my own nature.  My first work addressing 
this concern was Red Felt Vessel Dress (Fig.1) − an image of ‘Pandora’s Pithos’3 
that was the making of a dream. 
 
 
 
Fig 1: Red Felt Vessel Dress 2001  
130 x 150 x 150 cm, paper, rope and felt. 
 
 
                                                 
3 Pithos is an ancient vessel used to store grain, and acted as a burial urn, harbouring associations 
with both life and death.  The term Pandoras Pithos comes from Hesoids storytelling in Works 
and Days which described the creation of the first woman in Hesiod and Homer. Works of Hesiod 
and the Homeric Hymns. Translated by Hine, D. The University of Chicago Press. Chicago, 2005. 
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The most recent body of work, The Shadow Gardens (Fig.2) 4 made prior to this 
project examined the archetypal experience of the movement into womanhood − 
of sexual initiation − giving visual form to the Ancient Greek myth of the 
underworld journey of the Goddess Persephone.  This archetypal exploration 
carried through to my Master research, although my Masters research is more 
directly informed by my own personal experience.  Through this research I take 
an internal journey. 
 
 
 
Fig 2: Works from The Shadow Gardens 2004 
Fall 260 x 140 x 60cm, plaster and muslin. 
Bloom  180 x 60 x 60cm, plaster and muslin. 
Prowl 240 x 120 x 60cm, plaster, muslin and wood 
 
 
 
This internal journey represents the second time in my art practice I have used self 
as subject.  The first was given expression in a painting called Solitude (Fig.3) 
                                                 
4 The Shadows Gardens takes its name from Roberto Calasso’s retelling of Persephone’s 
underworld journey in Calasso, R.  The Marriage of Cadmus and Harmony.  Alfred. A. Knopf., 
New York, 1993. p.197–221 
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which records my movement into maturity, and was painted at the time of rupture 
from my childhood life. On the brink of this current transition I developed a 
strong empathy for the young woman that was depicted in this painting − the 
young woman that was once me.  I was again facing a transition between stages of 
life that Simone de Beauvoir describes as ‘dangerously abrupt’ and ‘manifests in 
crises’.5  This transition was no less dangerous than the first.  
 
 
Fig 3: Solitude 1979. 120 x 94 cm , acrylic paint on canvas. 
 
This research is concerned with the existential expression of my internal journey.  
It is not concerned with what happens to us in the world, but rather how we make 
sense of what happens to us.  This intent takes the research beyond the realm of 
                                                 
5 De Beauvoir, S. The Second Sex. Penguin Modern Classics, Middlesex, 1972. p 587 
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the physical and the everyday life, and engages with the inner space where we 
construct meaning and face existence.  
 
My initial experience of the inner space in this investigation was from the outside 
looking in. It was the space revealed through the rupture created by the inherent 
contradictions between my experience of change that permeated every aspect of 
my life, and my cultural language that celebrated youth as an unchanging ideal, 
and failed to describe this change in any meaningful way.  What I faced was an 
experience that was based in absence and loss, that lacked a cultural form or 
image.  This space I called Dark Matter.  
 
The title Dark Matter acts as a metaphor on many levels. It refers to the liminal 
space of change between stages of life that remains ‘dark matter’ as it is largely 
undescribed and undervalued. It also refers to my fear that manifested an 
experience of nothingness; to my dark state of Being; and to my movement into 
the unknown.  Dark Matter also refers to my intent to value, voice and face this 
experience through an investigation into the subterranean landscapes of the earth 
and Being – to return to what my ancient predecessors called Matter6. This 
opposes the ethereal elevated height to which we culturally aspire that extols our 
superiority to all else on earth.  Dark Matter named my search for something 
dark, primal and essential − something that was invisible to me.  
 
In cosmology, Dark Matter is invisible; it is experienced as absence, but it is 
thought to be a massive presence that is essential to existence.  My title Dark 
Matter draws an analogy to this phenomenon, as it was my intent to change my 
consciousness and see the liminal space of change that initially appeared to me as 
an absence, as a presence that is essential to existence. 
 
In my studio-based research this initially took the form of a formal investigation 
into space and change through the medium of drawing.  My drawings were 
exploratory and broad ranging, depicting subjects, events and experiences that 
                                                 
6 Jung, C. (conceived and edited), Jung, von Franz., Henderson, Jacobi, and Jaffe, Man and his 
Symbols. Picador, London, 1964. p. 85 
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resonated with my experience of change. My works however, ultimately found 
resolution in the sculptural medium.  My sculptural works exploited the learnings 
attained through drawing and focused specifically on the existential expression of 
my current experience of change.   
 
The artists who contextualise this research, namely Rosemarie Trockel, Antony 
Gormley, Louise Bourgeois, Kiki Smith, Anselm Kiefer, and Bronwyn Oliver − 
draw on myth, or archetypal form, generate works from the body, and/or 
contribute to a dialogue on feminine experience.  At a more essential level, they 
re-affirm connection with our bodies, our heritage, and the world of nature, 
including our Ancient and primal selves. They do not use a paradigm that 
perpetuates a model of supremacy and separateness; instead their approach to art-
making is generative.  
 
In Chapter One I discuss the lack of an adequate means to express the experience 
of the transition from fertile womanhood in contemporary Western culture and the 
reasons for this. As a remedy to this, I examine the function, pattern, form and 
expression of myth that has informed my approach to my reactivation of myth in 
my art-making. Chapter Two places the research project in the context of the work 
of artists who generate a ‘living cosmology’7engendering awareness of the 
‘whole’ and of the interconnectedness of life. Chapter Three reports on the 
development of the visual work and how the studio based research was pursued. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
7 Gablik, S. The Reenchantment of Art. Thames and Hudson, New York, 1991 p. 82 
 
